T he United States could soon become the first country to approve the commercial use of a common bacterium to fight the spread of mosquitoes that can transmit viruses such as Zika, dengue and Chikungunya.
The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is reviewing an application from the biotechnology start-up MosquitoMate to use the bacterium Wolbachia pipientis as a tool against the Asian tiger mosquito (Aedes albopictus). The company plans to market Wolbachia as a pesticide -one that kills only mosquitoes, and leaves other insects untouched. The EPA's decision on the matter will come after a public-comment period that ends on 31 May.
MosquitoMate's strategy involves rearing mosquitoes infected with a particular strain of Wolbachia and releasing the males into the environment. When these male mosquitoes mate with wild females who do not carry the same strain of Wolbachia, the resulting fertilized eggs don't hatch, because the paternal chromosomes do not form properly. As infected male mosquitoes continue to be released to breed with wild partners, the pest population dwindles.
Eight countries have now reported cases of microcephaly or other fetal birth defects that are probably caused by Zika, leading officials in many areas to consider new options for reducing mosquito populations. "We need as many effective tools as we can get, so we need to give Wolbachia a try, " says Tom Scott, an entomologist at the University of California, Davis. "That will require a well-developed plan for how trials would be done. "
MosquitoMate, which was started by researchers at the University of Kentucky in Lexington, has tested Wolbachia in A. albopictus mosquitoes in three states over the past three years. The approach has reduced the wild mosquito population by more than 70% in those areas, says Stephen Dobson, an entomologist at the University 
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A change in US labour regulations will render many postdocs eligible for overtime pay -and create an incentive to raise their wages. The law may ultimately lead to fewer postdocs. But some say that the policy could spark much-needed changes to a research system that relies heavily on postdocs, yet offers them few opportunities for career advancement.
The new rule, finalized on 18 May by the US Department of Labor, will make overtime pay mandatory for many postdocs who make less than US$47,476 per year. Overtime is paid at 1.5 times the normal hourly wage, and kicks in once workers exceed 40 hours on the job in 1 week.
But rather than pay the overtime, funders and universities are expected to raise minimum postdoc salaries to meet that threshold before the rule takes effect in December."It's a win for postdocs, " says Benjamin Corb, director of public affairs at the American Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology in Rockville, Maryland. "And I think it's the right move for the community. "
The average salary for a US postdoc is around $45,000, with many making substantially less. But as postdocs become more expensive, laboratories may begin to cut back on the number that they hire. "You can't just say everybody's going to get more money, " says Paula Stephan, who studies the economics of scientific research at Georgia State University in Atlanta.
But fewer postdocs, she says, may be what the system needs. In December 2014, the US National Academies published The Postdoctoral Experience Revisited, a report arguing that postdoc salaries should be raised to $50,000 a year, and that many postdocs should be reclassified -and better paid -as staff scientists. In 2015, a poll of 20,000 Nature readers found that scientists are eager to see more permanent staff-scientist positions created. That change has been difficult to implement while postdoc salaries remain low.
Corb agrees that short-term cutbacks in postdoc numbers could yield a healthier research system: "To increase postdoc pay and thin out the pool of postdocs may end up, in the long run, being a net positive for the enterprise. " ■ Male Aedes aegypti mosquitoes infected with Wolbachia bacteria are unable to produce offspring.
